
I
f you have a lot of history, peo-
ple always equate you with it,
says Michael Hansen, CEO of

Elsevier Health Sciences. Indeed,
Elsevier is the world’s leading pub-
lisher of STM information and prod-
ucts, “but we’re so much more than
just a publisher,” he says.

Elsevier’s rich publishing heri-
tage dates from its founding in 1880
as a small Dutch family-owned pub-
lishing house with a few titles for
scholars. Since then, it has morphed
into a global multimedia publisher
with more than 20,000 products
ranging from education to health-
care. But its roots go back even far-
ther to the original House of Elzevir
in 1580. Among its published land-
mark titles in 1632 were those of
Galileo Galilei, who shook the very
foundations of contemporary con-

ventional thought. Hansen
shares a bit of that unconven-
tional edge too.

Today, the reality of Else-
vier’s business healthcare,
says Hansen. “We’re doing a
very good job staying close to
our users, staying close to our
customers, and actually using
the transition from print to
electronic and the digital age
bringing more value to them.” 

Hansen was appointed CEO
of Elsevier Health Sciences
in June 2008. “It was a tough
time to come on board,” he
says in retrospect. “But they
never tell you that at the time. No one
thought the economy would be this
bad for this long.” Despite the eco-
nomic ebbs and flows, the attention
to the corporate mission stays true. 
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“Our mission hasn’t changed in

the last 100 years, or 400 for that
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� A letter from OverDrive, Inc.
CEO and president Steve Potash,
dated Feb. 24, 2011, made its way
to scores of OverDrive library part-
ners. The letter included a para-
graph about changes to one pub-
lisher’s ebook licensing that would
“include a checkout limit for each
eBook licensed.” 

Josh Hadro, writing in Library
Journal the next day, identified
the publisher as News Corp. sub-
sidiary HarperCollins Publishers
and the limit as 26 checkouts. Af-
ter that, the ebook would expire
unless libraries paid an additional
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Captain
Obvious

by KURT SCHILLER  |

� The internet has a way of wring-
ing new value from existing con-
tent. Consider iTunes and Netflix,
entertainment juggernauts built
at least partly on extensive cata-
logs of old content. Now a similar
trend may be coming to the field
of scientific research, and a recent
paper is shedding light on the
ways new findings and data can
be extracted from existing pub-
lished research.

The Knowledge 
of Knowledge

Sociologist James Evans of the
University of Chicago considers
himself a sociologist of knowledge;
his research delves into the “social
and institutional networks of sci-
ence” that make research, peer re-
view, and the scientific process pos-
sible. By examining the way these
networks of individuals relate to
the scientific process, this sort of

continued on page 34 �
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fee to relicense the title. OverDrive
stressed that the policy would not
be retroactive and noted that the
policy applied to all distributors 
of HarperCollins’ ebooks, not just
OverDrive.

Furious at this new policy, librar-
ians responded quickly, both through
social media and with letters to ex-
ecutives at OverDrive and Harper-
Collins. On Twitter, the hashtag
#hcod, archived in Twapper Keeper,
had more than 4,700 tweets by March
4. Influential library bloggers, such
as Sarah Houghton-Jan, Andy Wood-
worth, Toby Greenwalt, and Eric Hell-
man, weighed in. On the widely read
Boing Boing website, Cory Doctorow,
a nonlibrarian, moved the issue out
of the library echo chamber, castigat-
ing HarperCollins (they “will nuke
your ebooks”) and urging librarians
not to buy DRM ebooks.

On March 1, 2011, HarperCollins
responded in an open letter to the
library community from Josh Mar-
well, president of sales. “We are
looking to balance the mission and
needs of libraries and their patrons
with those of authors and book-
sellers,” he wrote, adding that the
ebook market has exploded since
the company created the original
policy 10 years ago. He also stated
that the company had made the de-
cision after consulting with agents,
distributors, and librarians.

Applying Print Criteria 
in the Digital World

In response to Library Journal’s
Hadro, Marwell justified the 26 cir-
culations by making the analogy
that print books in library collec-
tions wear out and need to be re-
placed. Librarians found the com-
parison ludicrous, both in the low
number chosen and in equating
print and electronic formats. The
Pioneer Library System in Okla-
homa posted a video on YouTube,
which was viewed almost 20,000
times in less than a week. It showed
the quality of print titles after nu-
merous circulations. After many
more than 26 loans, the books were
not in need of replacement or repair. 

OverDrive responded to the furor
by posting a message on its blog stat-

ing that it would move HarperCollins
ebooks from its general catalog to a
separate catalog when the new pol-
icy kicked in on March 7, 2011.

Librarians remain upset and an-
gry. One proposal emerged: Boycott
HarperCollins. This would be diffi-
cult, since HarperCollins is one of
the largest publishers in the world
and publishes popular authors such
as Neil Gaiman, Laura Lippman,
Diane Mott Davidson, and Joyce
Carol Oates. Avon, publisher of ro-
mance novels, is one of its imprints.
In nonfiction, it covers the political
spectrum from Madeleine Albright
to Sarah Palin. Even Scott Adams’
Dilbert cartoon books are published
by HarperCollins. As one public li-
brarian said, “How do we tell one of
our library trustees that he can’t
borrow a popular best seller because
it’s published by HarperCollins?”

Although librarians are angry, they
haven’t lost their sense of humor. On
Twitter, the hashtag #hcodtitles, also
archived on Twapper Keeper, collected
proposed ebook titles such as Fellow-
ship of the DRM, The After-26-Read-
ings-Ending Story, and Harry Potter
and the Limited Use Renewable.

Ebook Bill of Rights
Houghton-Jan, assistant director

at the San Rafael Public Library,
proposed an ebook bill of rights:

Every eBook user should
have the following rights:

• the right to use eBooks
under guidelines that
favor access over
proprietary limitations

• the right to access eBooks
on any technological
platform, including the
hardware and software
the user chooses

• the right to annotate,
quote passages, print,
and share eBook content
within the spirit of fair
use and copyright

• the right of the first-sale
doctrine extended to
digital content, allowing
the eBook owner the 
right to retain, archive,
share, and re-sell
purchased eBooks

Geographic Restrictions
Overshadowed by the outrage of

having to renew an ebook subscrip-
tion after 26 loans are two other
parts of the new policy. Harper-
Collins also wants geographic re-
strictions on borrowing ebooks. Over-
Drive’s letter dated Feb. 24 stated
the following:

In addition, our publishing
partners have expressed con-
cerns regarding the card is-
suance policies and qualifica-
tion of patrons who have access
to OverDrive supplied digital
content. Addressing these con-
cerns will require OverDrive
and our library partners to co-
operate to honor geographic
and territorial rights for digi-
tal book lending, as well as to 
review and audit policies re-
garding an eBook borrower’s
relationship to the library (i.e.
customer lives, works, attends
school in service area, etc.).

Individual libraries buy books, but
ebooks are more likely to be purchased
by consortia, such as ListenNJ in

Challenging Ebook
Lending Policies
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Links to the Source
Letter to OverDrive library partners
http://librarianbyday.net/localwp-content/uploads/2011/02/
OverDrive-Library-Partner-Update-from-Steve-Potash-2-24-2011.pdf

Josh Hadro, Library Journal
www.libraryjournal.com/lj/home/889452-264/
harpercollins_caps_loans_on_ebook.html.csp

Pioneer Library System’s video “Harper Collins 26+ Checkouts” on YouTube 
www.youtube.com/watch?v=Je90XRRrruM

OverDrive response
http://overdriveblogs.com/library/2011/03/01/
a-message-from-overdrive-on-harpercollins-new-ebook-licensing-terms

Ebook Bill of Rights
http://librarianinblack.net/librarianinblack/2011/02/ebookrights.html

Furious at this new 
policy, librarians responded
quickly, both through 
social media and with
letters to executives at
OverDrive and HarperCollins.
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New Jersey or eIndiana Digital Con-
sortium in Indiana. So the 26 circu-
lations would be shared among mul-
tiple libraries. If a consortium had
13 libraries, theoretically each library
could circulate a HarperCollins ebook
only two times before access ex-
pired. If one library loaned an ebook
three times before another library
patron in the consortium wanted to
borrow it, then the second library
could only lend it once before the
consortium would have to pay for
continued access. 

Consortia span larger geographic
areas than a single library district.
Apparently, this is antithetical to
HarperCollins’business model. How-
ever, to apply this policy to existing
consortia raises huge questions about
the privacy of library cardholders, the
policies of libraries about card is-
suance (places with statewide borrow-

ing privileges, cards that those living
outside established library jurisdic-
tions can purchase, and contractual
borrowing/lending agreements), and
the sustainability of library budgets
to purchase ebooks.

Looking at the Past 
to Predict the Future

Given that News Corp. is Harper-
Collins’ parent company, the new
policy should not be surprising. Its
past insistence on a paywall for The
Times of London, which is also being
instituted by other newspaper pub-
lishers, and its accusations that The
British Library is digitizing newspa-
pers for commercial gain indicate an
unbending unwillingness to negotiate
with library representatives. 

HarperCollins’ new policy also
causes librarians to fear that other
publishers might follow suit, which
would amplify financial pressures
and limit the ability of libraries to ad-
equately meet customer demand for
ebooks. Switching from owning phys-
ical books to subscribing to ebooks is
not easy for libraries. The old argu-
ment of ownership versus access has
taken a rather nasty turn with these
policy developments. 

Marydee Ojala, who edits ONLINE: Exploring Technology & Resources for Information
Professionals, is also program director for Internet Librarian International. Send your
comments about this article to itletters@infotoday.com.
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